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A. INTRODUCTION

The reader probably will ask himself how
such an urgent need could develop, despite
the fact that in our specific field of knowledge,
research was done continuously by all types
of participating groups, educators as well as
practitioners. The goal of this paper is to
analyze the type of research most commonly
applied to accounting in the past and in what
respect it was lacking.

During the past years, the necessity for
continued research in all fields of knowledge
has become a widely accepted fact. The de
velopments in physical science have clearly
demonstrated to the broad public that we
are faced with two alternatives, either to
compete or to perish. Researchers, once con
sidered 1"irresponsible fellows happily fid
dling while Rome burned” or “unsocial, eccen
tric type individuals who are not good for
anything else,” are now on their way to be
coming national heroes.
This complete change of public opinion in
regard to value and merit of research and
the people engaged in it, is not restricted to
the fields of physical science only. Research
in any field of knowledge is now considered
a valuable contribution in our Nation’s great
race for leadership.
For us as professional people, the change
in public view is interesting, but of course in
no way influencing or directing. However, an
increase in emphasis placed upon research
can also be observed in the field of account
ing. More and more publications from practi
tioners and educators stress the critical need
for recognition, that accounting philosophies
suffer from obsolescence and that the signifi
cant social and economic changes of the last
several decades require a reorientation in
existing modes of accounting thinking. George
O. May,2 the great accounting practitioner
and thinker, expresses his belief in this urgent
needs as follows: “It is time for a critical re
appraisal of the continued validity of basic
objectives of accounting and methods, upon
which we rely to identify the correlations,
postulates, assumptions or conventions which
may best serve our purposes.” Practitioners
and scholars seem to agree that there exists
an urgent need for a close re-examination of
many of our accounting concepts, a re-exam
ination in terms of economic, social and in
stitutional conditions that prevail today.

B. DEFINITION OF RESEARCH IN
GENERAL
Before attempting to discuss the nature of
research as applied to accounting, we should
come to an understanding as to the definition
we would want used for “research.” Let’s dis
cuss some of those definitions generally in
use. According to Webster’s New International
Dictionary, research is a careful or critical
inquiry or examination in seeking facts or
principles; a diligent investigation to ascer
tain something. This definition makes clear
the fact that research is not merely a search
for truth, but a prolonged, intensive, pur
poseful search with the goal to ascertain
something.
C. C. Crawford of the University of
Southern California3 defines research simply as
a systematic and refined technique of think
ing, employing specialized tools, instruments,
and procedures in order to obtain a more
adequate solution to a problem than would
be possible under ordinary means. It starts
with a problem, collects data or facts, analyzes
them critically and reaches decisions based on
actual evidence. It involves original work in
stead of mere exercise of personal opinion.
It evolves from a genuine desire to know,
rather than a desire to prove something.
W. S. Monroe from the University of Illi
nois4 is of the opinion that research may be
defined as a method of studying problems
whose solutions are to be derived partly or
wholly from facts. The facts dealt with in
research may be statements of opinion, his
torical facts, those contained in records and

1 Thought Processes in Creative Accounting, Ac
counting Review, July 1958, p. 441.
2 Accounting Research, Accounting Review, Octo
ber, 1958, p. 547.
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2 The Elements of Research by Fred. Lamson
Whithney, p. 20.
4 Journal of Educational Research 16-172-178,
1927.

C. RESEARCH IN FIELDS OF SCIENCE
VS. RESEARCH AS APPLIED TO AC
COUNTING
Having now developed a definition in re
gard to research in general, let us investigate
how far research as applied to accounting
differs in approach from research as applied to
the other areas of knowledge, such as physi
cal science.
Research6 in the field of physical sciences
is concerned with the study, observation and
classification of phenomena. Its interest is in
learning the natural characteristics of things
and how and why they are as they are and
most particularly in the establishment of
verifiable general law or principles. In other
words, research there works backwards from
the results or facts to the principle or com
bination of principles which brought about
the consequences. Once principles are identi
fied and defined, they are only changed if
an error in the original analysis is discovered.
However, each new problem is attacked with
a relatively open mind and advancements in
knowledge are based upon past principles
only if they can be proved conclusively. In
other words, the researcher in physical science
does not accept anything from the past as
authoritative unless he is capable of proving
it in the present. Past acceptability and usage,
in other words, tradition, has no weight in
those fields of knowledge. Each new problem
is approached through objective research, ipdependent testing or empirical studies.

reports, the results of tests, answers of ques
tionnaires, experimental data of any sort, etc.
The mere collection of facts is not research,
though it may be preliminary to it or even a
part thereof.
This definition strictly excludes all pseudo
research, which is engaged only in gathering
data for the sake of gathering it, instead with
the goal to use it as aid for development,
elaboration and refinement of principles.
P. M. Cook from the Phi Delta Kappa Fra
ternity5 offers a definition somewhat broader
in scope and more specific in regard to our
discussion topic. Research, he states, is an
honest, exhaustive, intelligent searching for
facts and their meanings or implications with
reference to a given problem. The product or
findings of a given piece of research should
be an authentic, verifiable contribution to the
knowledge in the field studied. There are two
distinct types of research: basic or funda
mental or constructive research and service
research or applied research. The former is
fundamental to the development of any field
of knowledge; the latter is less far-reaching
in its scope and is a means of solving imme
diate local problems. Pure or basic research
is not hampered by considerations of the
practical use to which the discoveries may be
put. It permits the thinking process to lead
where it will no matter what erratic angle of
direction is indicated. Practical research must
deal always with the direct purpose in mind
of improving present practice.
All those definitions have certain facts in
common. They all agree that research is an
honest, exhaustive, intelligent searching for
facts and their meanings or implications with
reference to a given problem. They all see as
final goal, after having those facts critically
analyzed, the rendering of a decision based on
actual evidence rather than the statement of
a personal opinion. They agree that the pro
duct or findings of a given piece of research
should be an authentic, verifiable contribution
to the knowledge in the field studied.
Using all those facts in common, it would
be possible to state as a new definition: Re
search is an honest, exhaustive, intelligent
search for facts or principles and their mean
ings or implications with reference to a given
problem with the goal to arrive at a decision
or finding based on actual evidence. The pro
duct or findings of a given piece of research
should be an authentic, verifiable contribution
to the knowledge in the field studied.

Research in accounting, as in physical
science, works with facts, but where physical
science looks within the facts to discover the
principle, accounting looks to the desired end
result and is confronted with the necessity
of developing, creating and defining princi
ples best suited to achieve these ends. And
what is the required end result? The end
result is to express in terms of a common
denominator, the whole complex network of
elements which make up a business.5
67 In other
words, the final goal is to provide accommo
dations for financial reporting which are in
harmony with the requirements of the rapid
developing and changing economy of our
days.

Professor Littleton expresses this different
viewpoint in accounting.8 “The focus of inter
est has been for centuries turned toward its
6 Accounting Research, Accounting Review, Octo
ber, 1958.
7 Financial Reporting in a Changing Society, p. 5.
8 Accounting Rediscovered, Accounting Review,
April, 1958.

5 Op. cit.
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usefulness in practical affairs. Its evolutionary
development has been strongly influenced by
facts. Its service from the beginning has been
that of expressing and systematically organ
izing the date of economic acts and business
decisions stated in quantitative terms.”
Based on this, it is clear that research in
accounting must be a never-ending task, since
not even basic principles, once clearly identi
fied and defined, have permanent justification
under a final goal that is continuously chang
ing. Therefore, in accounting, as in other
social sciences, research whether basic or
applied is a must to keep abreast of the time.

D. RESEARCH AS APPLIED TO
ACCOUNTING
In accomplishing the task of meeting new
situations, accounting has, in the past, relied
heavily upon tradition, quite in contrast to
the other areas of knowledge where reliance
is placed upon past ideas only if they can
be proved again in the present. In accounting,
reliance flows from the fact that an idea or
practice has been widely used and accepted in
the past. After ideas or practices became
generally accepted, they are used again and
again without re-evaluation as to their merits
and justification under present conditions. This
continued utilization of ideas or practices,
with little or no conscious reference to their
real merit, but with past usage as the basis
for continuation, has severely handicapped the
progress in professional thinking, because it
has hindered the development of new ideas
which do not have the advantage of being
tried and true.
This should not mean, however, that an
idea, because it is traditional, is out-dated and
should be replaced by a newer approach in
closer accord with existing circumstances. Not
all new situations or conditions require en
tirely new handling or treatment. Very fre
quently, “new” situations are only recurrences
of old problems and the traditional ways of
solution might still be well suited. However,
the fact that traditional ideas and methods
are not always the answer needs wider ac
ceptance. The knowledge and technique
inherited from the past should not be discred
ited simply by attaching the detrimental
connotation of “tradition” to it. The fact crit
icized is only that the traditional knowledge is
used repeatedly without re-evaluation as to
its present usefulness and soundness, and that
the merit of previous acceptability is over
emphasized to a point where the development
of new ideas or methods is discouraged. If
traditional ideas or methods do not meet the
test of present soundness and usefulness, they

should be replaced by new ones because of
their inadequacy, not because of their age.
This statement sounds so convincing and
logical, but is it applied? Most accountants,
whether practitioners or educators, agree that
there are weaknesses in the existing method
ology, but when new suggestions or ideas
appear, instead of encouraging them or at
least objectively analyzing them, deny their
right of existence with the mere argument
that they could not overcome the weakness
of the present practice or that they have their
own different weaknesses. They forget that
despite the fact that a new idea or suggestion
is eventually found unacceptable, its ad
vancing is, in itself, a vital step forward in the
direction of truth and perfection. This static
viewpoint is the most severe handicap in the
progress of the profession. It is the reason for
the fact that there is so very little basic or
pure research done and that in the past,
mainly applied research was undertaken or in
other words, research with the goal of obtain
ing solutions to practical every-day problems.
Our publications are full of this type of re
search, but only very few writers engage in
basic, fundamental or constructive research,
which is not hampered by considerations of
the practical use to which the discoveries
might be put; the type of research which per
mits the thinking process to lead where it
will regardless of direction indicated; the
type of research which has proven in the long
range to be the only really constructive one.

This is the research so vitally needed in our
profession, the type so few people are willing
to do, because of the enormous task and small
monetary reward. In the past, groups consi
dered best suited for this type of research
were the university scholars. Because of the
freedom of expression granted to academi
cians, they were considered in a position to
expose views despite the fact that such views
were still unpopular with substantial groups
in the business community. Scholars were
held to be more qualified to meet this basic
and constructive research need because they
are not so closely tied to what is practical
and immediate. Sewell Bary9 from the Mel
bourne University expresses these thoughts:
“The least practical idea thought of today is
often the most practical in execution tomor
row. A hankering after short term results de
presses rather than gives birth to new ideas.
It seldom brings forth the best that a medita
tive imagination can provide. The art of ac
counting which had moulded itself upon the
solution of expedient issues is peculiarly prone
9 Research & Publication by the Accounting Facul
ty, Accounting Review, January, 1957.
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sion, whether educator or practitioner, for the
progress and refinement of accounting theory,
could result in a combined effort in achieving
the vital constructive research task with which
the profession is faced at present. On the out
come will depend whether accounting will be
able to stay what is was in the past, a dynamic
art.

to this temptation, and this is one of the
reasons why accounting research is best
pursued in universities, for then it is away
from the claims of current practices.”
But now the practitioners also seem to rec
ognize the vital need for basic, constructive
research as a means for the progress of the
profession and feel that there is a moral re
sponsibility for every member concerned to
participate in this vital task. Colin Park,10
partner of Haskins and Sells, expresses his
belief: ‘The notion that basic research can be
productive without the present of predeter
mined technical objectives is just as applicable
in accountancy as in any other art or science.
Purposeful theorizing or abstract analysis is
part of the intellectual responsibilities of the
professional man. Our profession is privileged
with freedom of thought and action and this
independence is something earned, not ob
tained by grant. It is a burden of intellectual
responsibility that grows as the whole art of
accountancy grows, and it is greater now than
ever before.”
Park sees the key to creative research in
accounting in the recognition of the need for
deliberately nurturing open-minded attitudes.
In his every day work, the accountant has
many opportunities for new ideas and he has
a moral obligation to his client and his pro
fession to develop them, by applying scientific
methods as practical tools for the future, ex
panding the perimeter of the accounting
theory.
This viewpoint is fairly new since, in the
past, the practicing accountants had never
admitted an intellectual responsibility for the
progress of their profession. They had left the
constructive research task to committees
created for this task by their professional or
ganizations and had devoted their time fully
to the affairs of their own practices.
A broader recognition of this intellectual
responsibility of each member of the profes-

(Continued from page 10)
many selections is similiar to that found in a
standard textbook, the authors in developing
this subject matter have given it a much
broader interpretation, and the reader stands
to benefit from the practical experience view
points presented.
The last four sections are devoted to cur
rent problems which face the profession. The
selections covering “The Application of Sta
tistical Techniques to Auditing” include case
studies on such methods applied to confirma
tion of accounts receivable and the testing of
perpetual inventory records.
Another section presents some of the prob
lems the auditor faces in auditing the records
of a client using electronic data processing.
The section devoted to the management ser
vices being provided by CPAs points out the
additional responsibilities that must be as
sumed when such services are offered. The
professional accountant is advised by the Com
mittee on Management Services of CPAs that
his relations to management in this area must
be kept on an advisory level, so that his
independent status to render an opinion on
his client’s financial statements will not be
questioned.
The selections in the last section on “The
Profession and the Future” presents the “for
ward look.” One article is devoted to a
discussion of the significant changes which
are taking place and their effects on the pro
fession; another suggests some of the prob
lems which must be faced, if the profession
is to meet the challenge of the future.

10 Thought Processes in Creative Accounting, Ac
counting Review, July, 1958.
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